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Information to help with part of Paper 2 assignment

Explicating a Poem
1. What is an explication of a poem? It is an explanation or interpretation or analysis. It discusses the poem’s form (Sonnet? Octet? Sestet? Quatrains? Couplets?). If a rhyme is used, it mentions this fact (abab? abbacc?). It says something about the poem’s tone (serious, humorous, ironic) and theme (subject and message or “meaning”). It analyzes important figures of speech or other techniques (symbol, metaphor, simile, alliteration) which contribute to the overall effect of the poem.  

2. What is NOT an explication of a poem? It is NOT a personal statement of how the poem makes you feel, unless that statement is supported by analysis of specific lines in the poem. Your personal reaction must be based on an accurate analysis of what the poem actually says, not on your background or the mood you happen to be in when you read it. 
3. How long is an explication of a poem? Long enough to cover the subject, which means it will sometimes be longer than the poem. Figure on writing about 1/2 page to analyze a sonnet or similar-length poem.  
4. To earn credit for this part of the assignment for Paper 2, you need to say something about both technique and theme (all the items in #1 above at a minimum). You must remember to use conventional punctuation for titles. Short works are enclosed by quotation marks; book titles are italicized. For example, “The Lamb” is a poem in Blake’s book, Songs of Innocence. Grammar also counts. 

5. To show you what an explication might look like, here is a very short poem by Robert Frost, called “Nothing Gold Can Stay.” 

 

Nature’s first green is gold,

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower,

But only so an hour.

So leaf subsides to leaf,

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.

 

Here is a brief explication of “Nothing Gold Can Stay.”

This eight-line poem, written in rhyming couplets, says that real beauty is temporary. It always changes into something less. We cherish most the things we have for the shortest time. The color gold stands for what we cherish. The first four lines say that plants are at their most beautiful stage in early spring, when buds and flowers are young. They become less attractive as they mature (“only so an hour”). In the last four lines, Frost applies this observation to human history. First he notes that the gorgeous first blossom changes for the worse as it ages (“subsides”). Then, he reminds us that Eden was a place of perfect beauty until sin corrupted the world. The beauty of dawn turns into a day like any other. The repetition of “So” at the beginning of lines 5, 6, and 7 reinforces the inescapability of time’s progress, and the final line sums up the idea that change is always happening, that we cannot hold onto the things we cherish.

Here is another sample quotation and two sample explications. Strive to model your explication after the second example. 

Quotation:

Here stood that trunk, and there that chest; 
There lay that store I counted best: 
My pleasant things in ashes lie, 
And them behold no more shall I. 
Under thy roof no guest shall sit, 
Nor at thy table eat a bit.
	A TERRIBLE EXPLICATION 
	COMMENTS 

	These lines are from Anne Bradstreet's poem "Upon the Burning of Our House." She is remembering all the possessions she lost in that fire. Anne Bradstreet was one of the original Puritan settlers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Both her husband and father served as governors of that colony. Her poems were first published in an anonymous volume titled The Tenth Muse. Anne Bradstreet shares the Puritan characteristics of other writers of that time in that she refers to God in this poem. Other poems by Bradstreet include "Contemplations" and "To My Dear and Loving Husband." 
	 If this explication were worth 15 points, the writer 
 would be lucky to receive three points credit.
 Although none of the information is incorrect, the
 paragraph is nothing more than a regurgitation of
 facts about Anne Bradstreet -- facts irrelevant to the
 lines in question. Please do not write explications
 like this one. 

	


	A COMPETENT EXPLICATION [image: image1.png]



	COMMENTS 

	These lines are a stanza from Anne Bradstreet's poem "Upon the Burning of Our House." This poem, in iambic tetrameter couplets, is one of Bradstreet's later poems in which she speaks out in a personal voice. In these particular lines, she reveals the very human sorrow she feels at the loss of her home and such precious household items as her chest and table. This stanza occurs about midway through the poem and represents the low point of her grief. Truly a Puritan, however, Bradstreet in the subsequent stanzas comes to grips with the fact that worldly possessions are vanity. She rebukes and cheers herself with the thought that there is a house in Heaven that nothing can ever destroy.
	 In this explication, the writer has dealt with the lines
 in question and has not introduced extraneous
 materials. Try to make your explications similar to
 this one. The trick is to follow the outline given in
 the instructions as closely as possible. In your
 explications, however, you should disregard items in
 the outline which clearly are not applicable to the
 particular quotations. 


